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PRINTED IN CORDOBA, SPAIN, IN 1617, THE FRYER LIBRARY’S FIRST EDITION OF INCA 
GARCILASO DE LA VEGA’S HISTORIA GENERAL DEL PERU IS ONE OF THE OLDEST BOOKS IN 
THE COLLECTION. CAROLINA CALIABA DISCUSSES THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS VERY EARLY 
EXPRESSION OF SPANISH-AMERICAN HISTORY AND CULTURE.
EYBDUMZBEFDBEFBGUFSUIF4QBOJTIåSTUarrived in Cuzco, the capital of the Inca Empire, an Inca princess and a captain 
of the Spanish Army had a love child. The boy, 
who later in life adopted the name Inca Garcilaso 
de la Vega, was born in 1539. Although he was 
raised as a devout Catholic (he attended the 
local school to learn Spanish and some Latin), he 
also knew the Inca language and world very well 
because his mother’s relatives would pay weekly 
visits to his house and narrate stories about the 
Inca Empire, its legends, its military feats, and 
its mythology. This periodic retelling was, at the 
time, the only way of preserving the recently fallen 
empire’s oral traditions and stories.1
Both the boy’s learning of Spanish and his 
exposure to these stories would prove crucial 
in subsequent stages of his life. After turning 
twenty he moved to Spain to join the Army, but 
even though he attained the rank of Captain, he 
soon gave up military life to become a humanist 
TDIPMBS5XPGBDUPSTJOæVFODFEUIJTEFDJTJPO
UIFåSTUXBTUIFEFBUIPGQBUFSOBMSFMBUJWFT
who left their nephew generous bequests. 
This enabled Garcilaso to live comfortably and 
buy a few hundred books, which was no small 
accomplishment in the early seventeenth century. 
The second was his evident talent as a writer and 
NBOPGMFUUFST)FåSTUDBNFUPOPUJDFBNPOHTU
his contemporaries for his Spanish translation of 
Dialoghi d’amore, by neo-Platonist philosopher 
Judah Leon Abravanel, and has since been 
consistently recognised by critics for this and his 
other works. Garcilaso has been called everything 
GSPNBDMBTTJD4QBOJTIBVUIPSUPUIFåSTU-BUJO
American writer2 – particularly for the widely 
published and translated Comentarios reales and 
the Historia general del PeruBåSTUFEJUJPODPQZ
of which can be consulted at the Fryer Library 
after donning the requisite white gloves. 
The Historia general is a monumental work of 
humanist scholarship, and is the second part of 
XIBUIFDPODFJWFEBTBVOJåFEXPSL(BSDJMBTP
sets out to prove that the Incas were not a 
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barbarous people by explaining their history, 
diplomacy and medicine, by describing the many 
riches of the Peruvian land, and by comparing 
Cuzco with ancient Rome: ‘Cuzco in relation to 
its empire was like Rome to the Roman empire, 
and the two can be compared because they 
resembled one another in their nobler aspects’.3 
A catalogue of his books made shortly after his 
EFBUIDPOåSNTXIBUJTFWJEFOUGSPNUIFUFYU
(BSDJMBTPIBESFBEBOEXBTEFFQMZJOæVFODFE
by Hesiod’s and Ovid’s theory of the three ages 
of man, which he adapted to tell the story of the 
rise and fall of the Inca Empire. To him, the Incas 
had been a source of light, justice, and civilisation 
for the peoples they had conquered, but their 
mighty empire could only be turned from a ‘jungle 
of gentility and idolatry, to Christ’s paradise’ after 
being converted to Christianity.4 
Such is the story that occupies Garcilaso for the 
better part of the Historia general del Peru. The 
book describes the feats of the small group of 
Spaniards who defeated the vast Inca Empire, 
and the many hardships they endured in the 
course of that undertaking. Garcilaso also 
describes the civil wars that eventually destroyed 
the unity of the Empire, and ends his history 
with the Spanish Viceroy’s public execution of 
the last Inca ruler, Tupac Amaru, in 1572. His 
narrative closely follows humanist models that 
conceived of history as a teaching tool, rather 
than as a means to accurately render the events 
of the past, which is closer to how present-day 
historians conceive of their task. During the 
Renaissance, historical accounts were expected 
to illustrate the moral lessons of the narrated 
events.5 In order to do so, stories had to follow 
the ordo temporum, or chronological order, so as 
to draw out the causes – including the reasons 
that moved a person to act in a certain way – 
and the effects of the narrated events. Such an 
approach produces a historical account that, 
to modern readers, may seem opinionated and 
partial: 
Francisco Pizarro and his thirteen 
companions remained many months on 
the Island of the Gorgona, suffering great 
privations, without house or tent to shelter 
them in a land where it rains perpetually. 
The best food they ate and their greatest 
delicacy were large snakes; they seem 
to have survived by a miracle, and we 
might say that God sustained them, so as 
to show … that so great a thing was the 
work of God and not of man, for it was not 
humanly possible for thirteen men alone to 
dare to undertake the conquest of Peru. 
Even to imagine it was temerity and folly, 
let alone to attempt to undertake it. But the 
divine mercy had compassion on those 
poor heathens and gave the Spaniards a 
special courage.6
The Historia general also offers much for those 
with an interest in the history of books and 
printing. It is set in two columns and printed 
without illustrations save for a frontispiece with 
an image of the Virgin Mary. The book consists 
of forty-nine octavo (19 x 28 cm) gatherings 
numbered by leaf rather than by page. The Fryer 
copy belonged to Colonel Charles George Gray, 
who was a police magistrate in Ipswich before 
being appointed Parliamentary Librarian and 
6TIFSPGUIF#MBDL3PEJOUIFåSTU2VFFOTMBOE
Parliament in 1859. The book has been rebound 
in vellum after, according to the family legend, a 
dog bit into it. Fortunately this did not cause any 
severe damage. 
The preliminaries to the Historia general include 
the printing licences from three different censors 
and King Philip III, who authorises the book to 
be printed only by the author or a printer of his 
choosing, for a period of ten years,7 after which 
time anyone could print the book. The king’s 
licence follows a 1558 law that commanded 
printers to print a single copy of all the gatherings 
PGUIFåSTUCPPLTBWFGPSUIFåSTUBOEIBWFUIJT
BVEJUFECZBSPZBMOPUBSZXIPDFSUJåFEUIBU
the printed edition corresponded to the text 





which would be printed last, and then bound with 
the rest of the gatherings.8 
Above:
Historia general del 
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At the time the book was printed, in 1617, the 
Spanish Inquisition was still at the height of its 
powers and strictly regulating book production. 
Censorship aimed to ensure that a book did not 
contravene religious doctrine or offend ‘good 
custom’.9 The censors did not, however, stop at 
certifying doctrinal purity, but made extensive 
remarks on its aesthetic qualities.  
Thus, censor Francisco de Castro notes:
I judge the story is very agreeable, 
because it is about things great, new, 
admirable, and of great honour to our 
nation. It is very concise, because it does 
OPUDPOUBJOEJHSFTTJPOTPSTVQFSæVPVT
words, or excessive reasoning. It is very 
clear, because it is told in chronological 
order, without confounding the people it 
is about, or equivocating its meaning. It is 
very truthful, because the author is himself, 
and so he seems in his style, trustworthy 
and free of all passions.10 
These licences are something of a curiosity, 
because since the eighteenth century at least, 
such praise for the literary worth of a book has 
been considered the domain of critics rather 
than of the government. Both the preliminaries 
and the book itself are written in seventeenth-
century Spanish, which does not differ from 
modern varieties of the language other than 
in a few spelling conventions. In fact, it is the 
same language as that used in Don Quixote, 
which appeared only two years before the 
Historia general del Peru. Readers familiar with 
Cervantes’s prose should pay a visit to the Fryer 
-JCSBSZUPSFBEUIFPOMZåSTUFEJUJPOPG(BSDJMBTPnT
work available in Australian libraries.
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